s6      Basic Teachings of the Great Psychologists

Mental ability, as measured by intelligence tests, hits its peak
for most persons somewhere between ages 14 and 20. The new-
born child progresses very quickly. In the first 4 or 5 years he
gains more than at any other period in his life. After reaching its
peak level mental ability declines slowly until old age, according
to investigations by Thorndike and by WALTER R. and CATH-
ARINE C. MILES, former California psychologists now at Yale
University.

Graphically the curve of mental growth appears thus:
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Note that no great decline appears in the curve before age 50;
even then it is not marked. This curve represents an average indi-
vidual. For superior persons it rises higher and drops off a little
more gradually. For persons below average in ability it reaches a
lower peak and declines somewhat faster.
HAROLD E. JONES and HERBERT S. CONRAD, of the University
of California, revealed a great discrepancy in the performance of
different age groups on tests depending largely on knowledge
(e.g. vocabulary) and tests primarily measuring alertness (e.g.
following directions). The knowledge curve remains almost level
between ages 20 and 60, while the alertness curve declines gradu-
ally after age 17.
In these studies of the relation between age and mental ability
it is comforting to note that alertness decreases very slowly until
after middle age. A parent of 40, though past his own peak of
mental alertness, can learn new things about as well as his young-